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1 Present address: Palliative Care Service, Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh, 51 Little France Crescent, Edinburgh, 














































Research on young smokers has tended to focus on smoking uptake in adolescents, highlighting 
the symbolic significance of smoking and the various social roles it plays, particularly in identity 
construction (Michell and Amos, 1997; Plumridge et al., 2002; Johnson et al., 2003). 
Experiences and meanings of smoking in young adulthood are less well understood, although 
some studies have shed light on smoking in this life stage (Wiltshire et al., 2005; Haines et al., 
2009; Scheffels, 2009; Nichter et al., 2010). These studies suggest that the role of smoking in 
identity construction, presentation of self and facilitating social relations continues to be 
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3 A higher proportion of young adults were interviewed in the southern area (29) than in the northern (16); 





I’ve never been anywhere where you can smoke in, in an office so … it doesn’t really feel 
like a rule to me, it’s just the norm […] I certainly wouldn’t like it if you could, you know, I 
do agree it’s a good rule because I couldn’t work, even as a smoker, I couldn’t work in a 
smoky environment because you are aware of the smell and I know that I would probably 





I done work experience a while back and I didn’t want him to know I was smoking. I used to 
put aftershave in my bag […] chew gum and cover up […] 
Int: Why is that? 
I dunno, I guess because they associate smoking with stupid people [laughs] – not stupid 
people but, I don’t know, it’s not something you are proud of, the fact that you smoke. Even 



















[…] when my mum visits I obviously clean up the whole smell of the cigarette for a few days 
[…] she knows that I am smoking, you can smell it, but she is not happy with it, but I 
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wouldn’t smoke in front of her just by respect because she didn’t brought me up this way, so 







Int: So are there particular rules about smoking in the house? 
There are no specific rules but it’s a cultural thing. I wouldn’t smoke in front of my parent, 












I like smoking but it doesn’t mean my house has to stink as well. I was brought up in a non-
smoking house so I’m used to the fresh air inside… [Explaining later] I know it sounds 
weird because I am a smoker, but […] it’s like having a club in your house 24/7 where it just 

















If it was like a café for a coffee or just in the day, I might have one if I’m with someone who 
smokes or if it’s a bit of a smoky café, but if it’s quite a clean, open… I’m quite aware that I 
don’t like smoking in front of […] if there was children and non-smokers and it was in the 





















[...] that’s one thing that I look forward to is going and having that cigarette and my pint, 
after work, after a week’s work. 
Int: Yeah and why do you look forward to that so much? 
Just 'cause I know that I’ve got the weekend ahead of me, and I’ve got nothing planned, no 







You are in a setting where it’s social. You are in a setting where you are meant to be relaxed. 
It’s no longer part of - it’s your own time. It’s a change; other people are smoking around 








[…] when you’re drinking, you lose your inhibitions a bit, and you’re not thinking so much 
about it, and you want to kind of relax as well, so you don’t really want to worry about 














[…] I think it affects people ...say if they go out for a drink and stuff like that in public places 
[…]. But because I don't really... go out like pubs and clubs and stuff and that it doesn't affect 




Well my smoker friends they all have the joke that it’s discrimination against smokers […] 
but no one’s actually being really serious when they do say that, they all understand why it’s 







I suppose it is a bit of a pain, but to me the benefit of the atmosphere being cleaner is more 
than the inconvenience of me going outside, so I don’t really think of it as an inconvenience 








I’m quite used to it now actually, I mean already I’m kind of, I’ve forgotten how it was like 
when it was, when you’re smoking inside. Not forgotten but it’s quite vague. What it was 
like because I’m quite used to going out and smoking now, at home, at work or, or going out, 












[…] my local must have spent a fortune. They've built this smoking beer garden. […] there's 
never been anything outside before. So they've put this beautiful big garden out the back. The 
























[...] if you go into a club, you come outside and you’re behind some railings [...] and you’ve 
got the snotty bouncers, really trying to control you. As I say you’re confined to a little space 
and there’s loads of other people, it is a little bit disgusting, I do go out for cigarettes, but 
that’s because I enjoy the cigarette, but I don’t enjoy the atmosphere and the environment 












I don’t like going out and coming back in because when I’ve been out for a cigarette and I 
come back into the bar, I obviously don’t smell the cigarette smoke on myself, but when I 
quit smoking for that time and people had gone out and they’d come back in, I thought “cor, 
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blimey” you know “you smell” [laughs] […] it would probably make me smoke less actually, 








[…] at a pub I probably smoke a similar amount because a lot of like the pubs near where I’m 
staying have kind of beer gardens and the sheltered benches and stuff so you can just sit 
outside for most of the night or the day whatever if you want to, so you can smoke the same. 




[…] they’ve got the furniture outside and everything, and it’s pretty enclosed, there’s a gate, 
so you’re not really going out on the street and there’s not drunk people outside or anything, 
so it’s pretty OK, and the security guard’s there, so you’re safe. That’s where I go, ‘cause I 





Yes it’s just when you are outside talking to people, that’s when you meet new people 
because they are, there are areas where people smoke is really social so in the summer I 
would spend most of my time actually outside, than inside the bar because everyone, you go 
outside and everyone automatically starts talking to each other and it’s very social [laughs]. 










This paper reports on a secondary analysis of data from the ESME study which aimed to add to 
our understanding of young adults’ smoking practices, in particular the role of smoking in the 
spaces of the night time economy and how the smokefree legislation impacted on this age group. 
We have suggested that, even prior to the legislation, young adults carefully managed their 
smoking in different spaces and situations in relation to the self they wished to present, and that 
this was framed by the increasingly moralised context in which smoking takes place. Many 
spaces were already accepted without question as non-smoking spaces (e.g. most work and many 
living spaces) and smoking performances often had to be carefully considered as smoking was 
felt to have negative consequences for the self constructed in some situations (e.g. in professional 
contexts, in front of parents). Both formal and informal social controls delineating where, and 
around whom, smoking was appropriate were already part of everyday life for these participants. 
We suggested that the restrictions imposed by the smokefree legislation were met with a 
particularly high level of acceptance amongst these young people because, for them, it 
represented a continuation of on-going processes of denormalisation of smoking that have 
characterised their lives. 
 
Young or ‘emerging’ adulthood was, drawing on Arnett (2004), conceptualised as a period of 
change and uncertainty in which people often experience freedom to explore possible identities 
before the greater stability of roles in later adult life. The management of smoking identity was 
found to be shaped by the transitional nature of this life-course phase with young adults 
negotiating smoking performances in relation to, for example, parental expectations and claims 
to an adult status, and new professional roles. Night-life activities have an important role in 
young adults’ lives (Chatterton and Hollands, 2003) and we found that smoking emerged as an 
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integral activity in the night-time economy, alongside drinking alcohol, in demarcating periods 
of time out from everyday life (Gusfield, 2003), where relaxation, pleasure and sociability were 
central and the normal rules, at least to some extent, suspended. 
 
These young smokers’ accounts highlight that smoking is progressively being more firmly 
positioned as a deviant activity. Smoking and smoke were often described as out of place and 
polluting, participants expressed ambivalent feelings towards other smokers as well as their own 
smoking, and understood the smoker identity as needing to be appropriately managed in different 
situations and spaces. This suggests that the situations in which smoking is potentially damaging 
for social identity are increasing (Farrimond and Joffe, 2006; Bell, Salmon, et al., 2010); 
furthermore, the focus on denormalisation of smoking and the physical exclusion of smoking 
from indoor public space enacted by the smokefree legislation may be furthering this process 
(Ritchie et al., 2010a). However, it is important to remain aware, as Goffman highlights (1980), 
that whether smoking was constructed as a discrediting attribute depended on the particular 
context.  
 
Being unable to smoke inside pubs, bars and clubs appeared to have shifted the relationship 
between smoking and going out. Smoking and smokiness were no longer taken for granted parts 
of the experience of ‘going out’. Some participants had cut down their smoking, particularly 
during ‘going out’ periods. Nevertheless, new smoking practices and (social) spaces were found 
to have been created within the night time economy, as Kelly (2009) has also noted. In some 
situations, this allowed smoking to continue to be constructed as fun, sociable and a part of 
relaxing during time-out periods. For many participants the link between smoking and ‘going 
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out’ was, therefore, not substantially disrupted. How participants experienced smoking in the 
smokefree night-time economy was shaped by the nature and quality of outdoor space available 
for smokers, with some areas experienced as liminal spaces in which smoking was unpleasant, 
whilst other areas successfully extended the pub setting outdoors. The implementation of the 
English smokefree legislation may have been smoother in terms of the effort made by the 
hospitality sector to accommodate smokers due to learning from the experience of similar 
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Ethnicity  White British  South‐east Asian  Other   
Gender  Male  Female  Male  Female  Male  Female  Total 
Location                                     
North  2  1  3  0  0  0  6 
South  5  6  2  1  3  4  21 
       
Age               
Mean  23  24  26  21  23  24  24 
(Range)  (20‐26)  (18‐27)  (23‐29)  (N/A)  (21‐28)  (24‐27)  (18‐29) 
       
Employment                
Studying  1  1  0  1  2  2  7 
Working  5  6  5  0  1  2  19 
Unemployed  1  0  0  0  0  0  1 
       
Total (W1) 




5  5  2  0  3  4 
19 
10  2  7 
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Research highlights 
• Young adults’ smoking practices and the impact of smokefree legislation were explored. 
• Participants carefully managed their smoking in different spaces in relation to the self they wished 
to present. 
• Smoking played a role in constructing time‐out periods from the demands of everyday life. 
• The restrictions imposed by the legislation were met with a high level of acceptance amongst the 
young adults. 
• The legislation disrupted the connection between smoking and ‘going out’ while instigating the 
development of new sociable smoking spaces. 
 
 
